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  Preface




  With the sheer volume of books about the Bible, why write another one? And one with the admittedly audacious title The Story of God, the Story of Us? The simplest answer is that it was a task my best friend gave me in 2000, when I was interning with him in the community he pastored. “I want you to write and teach a Bible study for people who have never read the Bible—something that gives the ‘big picture.’”




  That internship lasted eight weeks, and so of necessity the study was eight weeks long. Given that short length of time, the focus of the study became the “big story” of Scripture—a concept I had recently been discussing with a professor in graduate school.




  For many years I had read and studied the Bible, usually in small chunks here and there (mostly in the New Testament). Seated in church buildings, I had heard and believed theological abstractions about God that made sense in isolation from each other, but rarely was time given to try to tie them together. Perhaps the most blatant example of this was the claim that “God is unchanging” alongside the claim that “the God of the Old Testament is a god of law, whereas the God of the New Testament is a god of grace” (or, as my friend Matt puts it, “The God of the New Testament obviously went through an anger-management program”).




  We tend to read all sixty-six books of our Bible the same way, with little if any respect for genre or the individual voices of the various writers. We often fail to recognize the other voices that shape our understanding of Scripture—our families, our churches and our culture. We are usually blind to the prejudices we bring with us to the Bible, and the assumptions we make as we read. If you’re like me, the temptation is to focus on the texts that seem to support what I already think and believe, and skip over any that challenge my beliefs or how I am living my life.




  But what if there is something, other than the binding, that holds these sixty-six individual books together? What if there is a “big story,” with a beginning and a middle, and movement toward an end? If there is an overarching “Story of God,” then perhaps that could (and maybe should) be the starting point for any study of Scripture, and may help us avoid the temptations and pitfalls we so readily fall into in our reading of Scripture.




  The first Story of God was written week-to-week and delivered in lecture style. Time spent over coffee after the study revealed that people with no prior experience of reading Scripture, as well as people with considerable experience of Bible study, found much to discuss together. Shortly after that internship I met Rebecca, now my wife, and some time after that we were invited to lead our downtown missional community through the Story. We brainstormed ways to be more creative with the study, which led to the idea of rewriting it as a narrative: instead of lecturing on the Story, simply tell it!




  We needed to find a narrative voice, and we settled on hearing the story of the Hebrew Scriptures through those sitting in exile in Babylon in the sixth century B.C.E. We imagined them asking questions about life and God similar to those that many of us ask today. Each week we would light our “fire” (candles in the center of the room) and sit under the “stars” (Christmas lights strung across the ceiling) to hear the Story much like our ancestors did in the past and many of our brothers and sisters around the world still do today.




  We have told the Story many times since then, and each time we learn new ways to tell, hear and interact with it. We expanded it to twelve weeks to allow us a little more time in the history of Israel up to the time of Christ. In the original form we had not included the last book of the Bible (the Revelation), but over time we realized that people have a lot of questions about that most intriguing of books. So we added a final chapter to include the story we think it is telling.




  Over the years we have made The Story of God freely available to anyone who wanted to use it, emailing it as a Word document to whoever asked. The Story has been told in homes, churches, coffee shops, pubs, laundromats, college campuses and, most recently, on the Appalachian trail. It has been told on five continents. We have loved hearing people’s experiences of telling the Story with others. We have often been asked, “Is it ever going to be a book?” I’m glad to finally be able to say yes.




  So—along with Rebecca, who has partnered with me in preparing and telling the Story for almost a decade—I offer this book to those who wish to explore the possibility that there is a Story contained within all the stories, poetry, prophecy and letters that the Bible comprises. I do not claim that this is the metanarrative of Scripture, only that this is our understanding of the “grand story” thus far. No doubt like many of the friends we have made as we have walked through the Story together, you will find places where you disagree with the telling. Hopefully, like many of our friends, you will also find places that surprise you, that delight you and, most importantly, that leave you wanting to read the Scriptures for yourself and with others.




  As the Story raises questions for you (as it continues to do for us), I hope you will allow yourself to sit with the tension for a while before trying to find answers. We have found that sometimes we have to sit in the mystery for quite some time before things begin to come together. And sometimes the things that previously came together get unraveled, and we’re back with the mystery again.




  I also hope you find some other folk with whom to read it—better still, with whom to read it aloud. For the vast majority of people through the ages, Scripture has been something to hear together rather than to read alone. Reading the Story aloud, with others, helps us overcome the temptation to find in the Bible what we are already looking for, rather than simply following where the Story leads. It also curbs our tendency to interpret it in ways that allow us to continue living the way we currently are, rather than being open to the voice inviting us to be conformed to the likeness of the One whose Story this is.




  In some ways Rebecca and I have hesitated to publish The Story of God, the Story of Us out of concern that people will miss this valuable experience. However, the book is written in such a way that it can be read either by yourself or in a group, either silently or out loud. Our hope is that you might gather with some other folk—preferably over a meal—assign the various characters (including the narrator’s voice) to individuals, maybe light a candle and then read one chapter at a time. Please note: reading The Story of God, the Story of Us aloud takes about three times as long as simply reading it—which in and of itself might be a good thing. Footnotes in the text are explanatory and may be read or omitted—whichever best serves the gathered group.




  Whether you read the book alone or together, there are two sections at the end of the book I encourage you to make use of. The suggested Scriptures will prepare you to hear the story of each chapter. Please also take time to read the bibliography; I am standing on the shoulders of many others in this telling of the Story, and I hope you will take time to read their books.




  In this telling of the Story, I have chosen to use the New American Standard Bible (NASB) translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, not because it is the best translation available but because it is the one I happen to like best. Similarly, I have chosen to use The Message for the New Testament as I’ve really enjoyed hearing the Story in contemporary language. Sometimes we have modified these texts for the purposes of storytelling—for example, we use some Hebrew words instead of the English translation, as we find this helps us hear in new ways what for some of us are familiar stories. The narrative voice for the Old Testament is that of one of the elders of the people of God sitting in exile in Babylon in the sixth century B.C.E. A woman who has been witness to the events unfolding throughout the first century C.E. tells the Story of the New Testament, and her student takes up the Story in the chapter on the Revelation.




  Over the last ten years, whenever I read something that deepened my understanding of the Story or expressed an insight in a helpful manner, I grafted it into this narrative. In preparing for publication I have tried to identify where I have done that and give credit to the author. It is quite possible that I have missed a sentence or thought here and there; I would be delighted to correct such oversights in any future editions.




  There are several excellent books that offer an overview of the Bible, but thus far we have not been able to find any that tell the “big story” in story form. This is the contribution I hope The Story of God, the Story of Us makes to the wealth of other resources available. As you read it alone or with others, our prayer is that you will be drawn into the narrative, and that your life will be shaped by the Story in such a way that you find yourself caught up in the mystery and the wonder that is the life of God’s mission in and to our broken world.




  Sean (and Rebecca) Gladding




  Sleeve Notes




  As a teenager, I spent countless hours listening to music in my bedroom. I miss the ritual of choosing a record, carefully removing the vinyl disc from its sleeve, placing it on the turntable and then lowering the needle onto the groove.




  An important part of the ritual with any new LP (“long-playing” album) was reading the notes the band included—the producer, the engineers, the road crew and the acknowledgments. Who had influenced them? Who had believed in them? Who were they grateful to? I love sleeve notes.




  These are mine.




  Mum and Dad




  For loving and caring for those on the margins your whole lives—for living the Story long before you knew it, and for teaching the Gladding boys to do the same.




  John Hughes




  For childhood friendship and for saying thirty years ago, “There’s a reason Revelation is at the end, Sean.”




  Peter Johns




  For faithfully wrestling with the Story and helping me do the same.




  Roy Murton and Ray Hughes




  For teaching me to love the Scriptures.




  Mark Heybourne




  For copiloting adolescence with me, for the music, and for shades of gray where I saw only black and white.




  Greenbelt Festival




  For the music, for John Smith and Tony Campolo, and for introducing me to the Story I had not yet heard.




  Capernwray Bible School




  For one of the best years of my life. And for putting me in a room with Matt Russell.




  C.M.A. Norfolk—Jingles, Lin, Joy, Bugs, Janet, Bill . . .




  For giving me a tribe when I needed one.




  Joy McCall




  For love.




  Texas Tech Wesley Foundation




  For grace.




  Dr. Carl Andersen




  For letting me into your class and into your family’s heart.




  Dr. Jim Jackson




  For seeing more in me than I ever could, for trusting me and for giving me a job—twice.




  Stan and Susan Mathes




  For adopting me, feeding me and keeping my Ironhead on the road.




  Mary Fisher




  For the metanarrative and for keeping your office door open.




  Joel B. Green




  For teaching me to read from left to right, and for a close reading of the text.




  Geoff Maddock, Bill Kenney and Greg Leffel




  For being great mates.




  Communality




  For giving me a place to work out the Story in community, and for twelve years of fidelity in mission.




  Mercy Street




  For seven beautiful years of messy spirituality.




  U2, Martyn Joseph and Bruce Cockburn




  For the soundtrack.




  Dave Zimmerman




  For all the encouragement over the last five years, and for being a gracious editor.




  Matt Russell




  For being my brother from another mother for a quarter-century.




  Rebecca




  For choosing me. For Maggie and Seth. And for nine years of telling and seeking to live out the Story together.




  The One whose Story this is




  For inviting me to find a place in your Story.
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  Creation




  In which we hear the beginning of the Story and explore questions of identity and vocation . . .




  The old man walks slowly down to the river, as he does every Sabbath at about this time. The week’s work is done, and his people are gathering around the fire to break bread together, and to talk. For once the mood is light, and the old man leans back against a tree and closes his eyes. For a moment—just a moment—it is almost possible to imagine he is leaning not against this willow tree but against an olive tree, one of the trees in his beloved garden, on the land which his family farmed for centuries. His mind drifts to another time and another place, and a smile creeps across his face . . .




  But then someone plucks a discordant note on a harp, and the mood is immediately broken. Rarely, but rarely do his people sing anymore, and everyone turns to see who has lifted the harp. It is a young man, the protégé of one of the renowned musicians among his people. The old man cannot remember the last time he heard him play, and so he leans forward, curious as to which of the songs of praise[1] of his people the young man will sing, and why.




  But as the young man lifts his voice to the night sky, unfamiliar words leave his lips. It soon becomes clear that this is a new song, a song that gives voice to their deepest feelings, a song that speaks to the ache of their heart for their situation—a song of exile.




  

    “By the rivers of Babylon,




    there we sat down and wept,




    when we remembered Zion.”


  




  The young man pauses, and then repeats the line. It is a familiar tune, and as he begins again, a few people join their voices to his. As they sing, some among them begin to shed tears. The young man continues,




  

    “We hung our unplayed harps upon the willows,




    for there our captors demanded we sing songs for their amusement.




    They tormented us saying, ‘Sing us one of the happy songs of Zion.’ ”


  




  He pauses again, and then looks fiercely at those around him and loudly sings,




  

    “But how can we sing the LORD’s song in a foreign land?”


  




  At this, those around the young man begin to weep freely, and the sound of wailing becomes a chorus for the young man as he continues in a more muted yet determined voice.




  

    “O Jerusalem, if I ever forget you, may my fingers drop off.




    Should I fail to remember you,




    may my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth,




    if I do not honor you above all else.”


  




  The strumming of the harp becomes more strident, almost militant, and the old man, like everyone else, wonders how this song will end . . .




  

    “O LORD, remember the people of Edom,




    who stood by as Jerusalem was invaded,




    and who called out, ‘Burn it, burn it to the ground.’ ”


  




  The tears on the faces of his audience begin to dry up as the mood turns from one of sorrow to one of anger. And then in a harsh, determined voice, the young man concludes his song:




  

    “And you Babylonians—depraved people that you are—




    a blessing on the one who pays you back for all you’ve done to us.




    Yes, a blessing on the one who seizes your babies




    and smashes their heads on the rocks.”


  




  In the silence that follows the last note of the harp, the old man can feel the sense of impotent rage that is building in his people, a rage that is always simmering just below the surface. As an elder of his people, it is to him that they now turn for a word, the word of response that this song demands.




  “What say you, old one? When will the LORD repay our oppressors?”




  “When will God vindicate the suffering of God’s servant Israel?”




  “When will God restore the kingdom to us?”




  Sitting here in exile, it is hard for them to believe that their God is the one, true God: if that were so, how could the Babylonians have defeated them? How could they have been carried off into a foreign land, far away from their homeland—the land God promised them? How did they end up here?




  Once more the old man is forced to admit to himself that his people still do not understand—or, they refuse to understand. His people have forgotten their story. They have forgotten why it is that they find themselves here in exile in Babylon.




  But if they have forgotten, it is his responsibility to remind them, to tell them their story, the Story of God. And so he moves to the center of the group, gathers his cloak around him, and begins the narrative of his people once more, hoping that perhaps this time they will listen, truly listen. He draws himself up and begins to speak.




  “Gather round now, my friends, and listen to the story. I know that it is easy to forget where we have come from, especially when we find ourselves in difficult circumstances, sitting here in the pain of exile.[2] And I know that the world has other stories, other songs. But that is why we tell our story, and sing our songs. So hear now again the first words of Torah, the first words of our Scriptures, the first words of the Story: ‘In the beginning God created . . .’ ”




  The young musician leaps to his feet and interrupts the elder’s recital of Torah. “ ‘In the beginning?!’ Who cares about the beginning? What is God doing now? The LORD has forsaken us. The LORD has forgotten us. Where is this Almighty God?”




  The people are shocked at the young man’s disrespect, but several nod their heads in agreement with his sentiment. They too want answers, not stories.




  The old man smiles wearily, understanding the frustration the young man is giving vent to. He gestures gently for the young man to be seated, as another’s words come to mind.




  

    “Forgotten us? Can a woman forget her nursing child,




    and have no compassion on the one she carried in her womb?




    Even these may forget, but I will not forget you.




    Behold, I have inscribed your name on the palms of my hands.


  




  “I understand,” the old man continues, “why you may believe that God has forsaken us. But we are still God’s people, and we are part of a Story that did not begin with exile, nor with the Babylonians. We are far from home; indeed, we are a long way east of Eden. But Eden is where the Story begins. I understand that you want answers. But what we have is a Story, which I would have you hear from the beginning.”[3]




  Muttering something under his breath, the young man sits down. The people shift position to get comfortable, settling in to listen, as the old man begins the Story once more.




  “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was formless, in chaos, and darkness was over the surface of the deep; and the Spirit of God was moving over the surface of the waters.




  “And God spoke: ‘Let there be light!’ and there was light. And God saw that the light was good. God separated the light from the darkness, calling the light ‘day’ and the darkness ‘night.’ That was the first day.




  “God spoke, and created the seas and the oceans with their crashing breakers and gentle swell. And God created the heavens above, the sky, with all its wonderful colors. That was the second day.




  “God spoke, and created the land and all that grows in it. God created trees, these weeping willows, the olive trees of our beloved homeland. God created cabbages, and carrots, beans and broccoli, papaya and peppers. God created the flowers of the forest and the field in all their beauty. And God looked at it all and saw that it was good. That was the third day.




  “God spoke, and created the great lights in the sky, to light up the day and the night. God also made the stars. And God saw that it was good. That was the fourth day.




  “God spoke, and filled the waters with teeming life and the heavens with birds. God created whales and shrimp, manatees and minnows. God created eagles and owls, swans and sparrows. God looked, and God saw that it was good. And God blessed them. That was the fifth day.




  “God spoke and created the animals: lions and lambs, cats and cows, ants and elephants.




  “Then God spoke, saying, ‘Let us make humanity in our image, in our likeness.’ And so God created the first human, ha-adam. God created humanity in the image of God, both male and female.




  “And God blessed them, and said, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth. Nurture and take responsibility for all my creation.’[4]




  “And then God looked out over all that God had made, and saw that it was good: it was very good. That was the sixth day. Thus the heavens and the earth were completed.




  “And on the seventh day, God rested, and blessed the Sabbath day, setting it apart as a day of rest for all.”




  The old man folds his hands in his lap and opens his eyes. “This is how the Story of God begins, and so it is also the beginning of our story.




  “Now I know this story is very different from others we have heard. The Babylonians tell us their story of creation, this ‘Enuma Elish,’ and it is a strange, violent and frightening story. They tell us of the great sea monsters Apsu and Tiamat, the waters of chaos whose offspring were the gods. They tell us that the gods fought amongst themselves, the defeated serving the victors until Marduk, king of the gods, created humans to be the gods’ slaves. They tell us that their gods are capricious, untrustworthy, and that humans must do strange, sometimes evil things to please them, to keep the gods from harming them.




  “We have little hope and security in the face of such gods. Maybe you have heard other stories about where we come from . . . but those stories are not our story. My friends, remember: we were made in the image of God. We are not God’s slaves; we are God’s partners in the work of creation. We are made to be God’s friends. And we can trust God. Oh yes, we can trust God. Our God is not like these strange gods, who are far off, to whom the Babylonians build their towers, to whom they scream and dance and cut themselves to try and catch their attention. Our God is a God of order, not chaos. The very story of creation shows us that! Look at the beautiful structure of creation, how each section of three days parallels the other.




  

    On the first day, God created light . . . and on the fourth day, God created the heavenly lights.




    On the second day, God created the seas and the sky . . . and on the fifth day, God created the fish and the birds.




    On the third day, God created the land and the trees and the plants . . . and on the sixth day, God created animals . . . and God created us in God’s image, and blessed us.


  




  “Did you hear it? Can you picture the symmetry? Our God is a God of hospitality, creating a place for a people, a place where all life can flourish. God provides for all creation, as our Story shows. Our God is a God of order; we can trust God to provide for us now as in the beginning.




  “I know that it may not seem that way today, for here we are, exiles in a foreign land. Life is hard. We know that. And that is why we must tell each other the Story, and keep telling it, to do exactly what God has continually told us to do: remember . . . remember . . . remember.”[5]




  From the listening crowd, a young girl speaks up. “Abba, we believe that God is one, and yet the Story tells us that God said, ‘Let us make humanity in our image.’ Why didn’t God say, ‘in my image?’ I don’t understand.”




  The old man smiles. This young girl is attentive—hearing what is sometimes easy to miss in familiar words.




  “A good question, and one we need to consider when we are talking about what it means to be made in the image of God. As you say, we believe that God is one, as God’s people have affirmed from our earliest days in the words of the creed:




  

    Shema Yisra’el, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai Echad.




    Hear O Israel, the LORD is our God, the LORD is one.


  




  “Yet here God speaks as we, as us. This may sound like the speech of our captors’ king, who declares himself ‘we’ as a way of asserting his superiority—and his dominance. Yet elsewhere in the Story we rarely hear God speak as ‘we’ or ‘us.’ So why does God say ‘Let us make humanity in our image’? In the story of creation, we clearly see the importance of relationships. We were created to partner with God in the work of creation by caring for it communally, relationally, both male and female together. Perhaps that is why God speaks as ‘us’: because relationships are so important. Perhaps relationships are so wonderful that God could not help but create in order to share Godself with others. Perhaps. Or perhaps there is some other reason. The Story does not tell us.[6]




  “The story of creation tells us something else about what it means to be human. By the seventh day God had completed the work of creation, and God rested. God blessed the Sabbath day, declaring it holy—a day set apart.




  “After creating all that exists, God rests. Now, that does not mean that God spends the seventh day exhausted after the work of creation, like the gods of the Babylonians do in their story. Rather, God spends it at peace, in shalom, knowing that all is well with God’s world. And God calls us to the same.




  “That is why God’s people begin each Sabbath day by saying ‘Shabbat shalom,’ ‘The peace of the Sabbath be with you.’ The Sabbath day is an invitation to cease our feverish activity of self-securing, to recognize that life comes to us as sheer gift, and not through our own efforts. It is an invitation to recognize that our lives will not fall apart if we take one day in seven to rest, in defiance of the slave drivers who demand activity from us.




  “To take a day of rest is to resist the internal forces that drive us to assert ourselves through our activity. It is to refuse to conform to the restlessness of the culture we find ourselves in, to cease our tireless striving to reshape the world in our own image. We declare that we trust in this God who is confident enough to rest. We trust God to provide what we need for life. We trust God to give us shalom, the peace we long for in our lives.




  “And God has given the Sabbath day as a gift for all, regardless of wealth or position in society, and thus it is a call to end the dehumanizing exploitation of the many who work long hours, for little reward, so that the few might benefit. We neglect the practice of communal Sabbath rest at our peril.”




  With this the old man stands to stretch, glancing briefly at the young musician to see a thoughtful expression on his face. “Have you ever considered that our observance of the Sabbath is an act of defiance?” A smile spreads across the young man’s face. He had indeed been thinking that very thing—and it was a thought that pleased him. “The Babylonians would have us work every day, and they view our taking one day in seven to rest with scorn—a waste of time, unproductive, rebellious even. Yet it is an important way for us to assert and affirm our humanity in the face of captivity—it is indeed a precious gift from God.”




  The young man’s smile fades as swiftly as it had come. “So we observe Sabbath—that’s good. But does God observe us? Does God see our suffering? If so, why does God not come down to deliver us? Why does God remain far off in the heavens?”




  The old man smiles. “‘In the heavens?’ You may be interested to hear the rest of the story tonight.” Warming his hands by the fire, he continues. “I have told you the story of creation, but do you know that we have a story that some say is even older? It begins like this:




  

    This is the story of creation, of the day the LORD God made earth and heaven . . .


  




  “The story I have already told you focuses on Almighty God, the Creator of all that there is, of heaven and earth. But the second creation story focuses on the God who is near, the LORD who made earth and heaven. For God is both transcendent and immanent: God is wholly other, yet right here. This is the LORD, the God revealed to Moses in the burning bush. And so the story continues . . .




  “The LORD God formed ha-adam, the ‘soil creature,’ out of the dust of the ground— ha-adamah —and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life. The LORD God planted a garden in the east, in Eden. Then the LORD God put ha-adam in the garden of Eden to cultivate the soil from which he was taken and to tend its produce. And the LORD God commanded ha-adam saying, ‘You may eat freely from any tree of the garden except for the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. The day you eat from that tree, you will die.’




  “Then the LORD God said, ‘It is not good for ha-adam to be alone; I will make a helper suitable for ha-adam.




  “Did you hear that? ‘It is not good.’ Something in God’s creation was not good! And that is for the human to be alone. We were indeed created for community, for relationship, and not just with God—which ha-adam experienced—but also with each other. This is central to our identity: to be human, to be made in God’s image, means ‘to not be alone.’ How did God take that which was not good—the human alone—and make it good? Like this.




  “Out of ha-adamah the LORD God formed every beast of the field and every bird of the sky and brought them to ha-adam to see. And whatever ha-adam called them, that was their name. Ha-adam gave names to all the cattle, and to the birds of the sky, and to every beast of the field, but for Adam there was not found an ezer kenegdo, a suitable helper. So the LyouORD God caused a deep sleep to fall upon ha-adam: as he slept, God took a rib and created a woman, and brought her to ha-adam.




  “And ha-adam said, ‘This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh. She shall be called ish-shah because she was taken out of ish.’ For this reason ish shall leave his father and mother and shall join ish-shah, and they shall become one flesh.




  “And ish and ish-shah were naked and unashamed.”




  As the glow from the fire dims, the old man looks into the faces of the crowd. He knows that what he has to say about this story will not sit well with many of those listening. But it is his responsibility to speak the truth as he understands it, regardless of whether people want to hear it.




  “This marriage was the first human community. Marriage is one of the most important themes of our Story. We will hear it again and again, as it is used to describe God’s relationship with our people Israel. But we have not done well at remembering this Story. In the beginning men and women were created equal, both made in the image of God. Both male and female were given the work of partnering with God in creation. God blessed them both, and declared their relationship good.




  “Even though the woman is the man’s helper, an ezer kenegdo, that does not imply that she is somehow inferior to the man. Nearly every other time we hear of an ezer kenegdo in the Story, it refers to God, the helper of Israel. No, we have not remembered our story well regarding the equality ish and ish-shah shared. And it is as if the author knew that we would not! Did you hear it? ‘For this reason ish shall leave his father and mother and shall join ish-shah.’ The first description of marriage is the very opposite of how we practice marriage in our culture, where it is the woman who leaves her home to join her husband’s household.”




  The old man smiles as he hears the murmurs and whispers working their way through the crowd. These thoughts are controversial, to say the least: the people of God have not traditionally embraced the notion that ish and ish-shah are created equal and equally bear the image of God. But in exile, on the margins of society, people are sometimes able to hear the Story in different ways. The old man moves to speak again, and the crowd settles back into a now less comfortable silence.




  “In the Story, God grants the first humans three gifts that also show us what it means to be human: vocation, permission and prohibition. Their vocation is to partner with God in tending the garden and caring for creation, and to join in God’s creative acts by having children. God gives them permission to enjoy the gracious provision of land and food, as well as the gift of a truly free will, capable of making significant choices. And God declares one prohibition: they must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.




  “The problem is that the prohibition is what we tend to remember most about the God who creates. We pay little attention to our vocation and our freedom. Yet prohibition is only meaningful within the context of freedom; only when we can say ‘no’ is our ‘yes’ meaningful. God has given us everything that is necessary for life. But if our freedom to enjoy God’s generosity is to be meaningful, we have to have the possibility of disobeying God.




  “We will save for another night what happens when ish and ish-shah choose to exercise that freedom by disobeying. For now let us end with that beautiful description of life in the garden: ‘The man and the woman were naked and were not ashamed.’ The two were entirely vulnerable with each other and with God, friends with God and with each other. The next time we gather, we will hear of the catastrophe that befalls them; for they will go from being naked and unashamed to being afraid of God—their nakedness now somehow shameful—hiding from God behind the very trees God created for them to enjoy. But it is enough for now to remember them as they were in the beginning, enjoying the community with God and each other for which they were made.”




  The coals of the fire glow gently, giving off light, but little heat. The old man rises to his feet to offer a parting blessing to his people.




  “And now it is late. Tomorrow we rest, and—I hope—take time to reflect on the Story.” He turns to the young man whose harp dangles loosely from his hand. “We will not soon forget your song, my friend. Our songs have always arisen from our experience, and they are not always the happy songs our captors want us to sing for them. But let us not forget those songs, nor forget our story, lest we become like these Babylonians. Let us put our trust in our God, in whose image we are made, and who will provide for us . . . even here.”




  2
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  Catastrophe




  In which we hear the story of the first humans’ rejection of their identity and vocation, and the consequences of their sin for all of creation . . .




  The old man sits down by the fire as another Sabbath begins. It has been a long week, but the work has been lightened by conversation with his people. They have had many questions about the story of creation since their time together around the fire a week ago.




  He looks around the crowd as they settle in by the fire and notices the young man. He is glad to see the harp in the young man’s hand, and beckons him over. “My friend, thank you for singing your song last week. Would you be willing to sing us a song of praise again tonight?”




  The young man offers him a mischevious grin. “I’ve been working on another song of exile, if you’d like to hear it.”




  The old man smiles in return. “Another time, perhaps. I was thinking it would be good to hear one that reminds us of happier days. Maybe one of the songs of ascent.”




  The smile fades from the young man’s face. “Jerusalem lies in ruins. How can I sing a pilgrim song?”




  “Please, for me. For our people.”




  The young man stands, sighs, and begins to tune his harp as the crowd grows quiet. Many of them have been singing his song of protest, relishing its words, as they worked this week. As he plucks the strings tunelessly, tension begins to build; what song will he bring for them tonight?




  The old man joins his people in leaning forward to listen as a look of resolve appears on the musician’s face. He lifts his voice to the night sky, and begins.




  

    “I will lift up my eyes to the hills;




    from where does my help come?”


  




  The old man smiles, relaxes and leans back, not just a little relieved at the young man’s choice. The young man pauses, then repeats the first lines of the song of praise, inviting the crowd to join their voices to his. As he continues, he looks at the old man, and a look of understanding passes between them.




  

    “My help comes from the LORD,




    Maker of heaven and earth.




    God will not allow your foot to slip;




    God who keeps you will not slumber.




    Behold, God who keeps Israel




    will neither slumber nor sleep.”


  




  The voices of the crowd swell, as the song evokes memories of pilgrimage to Jerusalem and the joy of the high holy days they have not thought of in a long time. The old man closes his eyes and gives himself to the song, as do many others.




  

    “The LORD is your keeper;




    the LORD is your shade on your right hand.




    The sun will not smite you by day,




    nor the moon by night.




    The LORD will protect you from all evil;




    God will keep your soul.




    The LORD will guard your going out




    and your coming in




    from this time forth and forever.”


  




  As the last notes fade away, the young man glances at the elder of his people, who in turn opens his eyes and inclines his head toward him, grateful for this song of hope. “Thank you, my friend,” says the old man, as the singer takes his place in the circle. The old man gazes into the fire for a moment, collecting his thoughts, and then addresses his people.




  “When we gathered together last week we heard the beginning of the Story of God. We listened to the days of creation and saw the goodness of our God and of what God has made. We heard that humans are the pinnacle of creation, and that God blessed us, both male and female, ish and ish-shah. We were created equally to participate in God’s continuing work of creation; by caring for and nurturing the world God has given us, and by filling the earth with children who also bear God’s image.




  “That was our vocation. We also saw that God granted ish and ish-shah great freedom to enjoy all that God had made, with just one prohibition: they were not to eat any of the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. And as the fires burned low last week we left ish and ish-shah in the garden, enjoying community with this immanent God, this God who draws near, and with each other, being ‘naked and unashamed.’ Let us return to the garden tonight and discover how the Story of God, the story of us, continues.




  “Now the serpent, ha-nahash, was more crafty than any beast of the field which the LORD God had made. Ha-nahash said to ish-shah, ‘Did God really say you could not eat fruit from any tree in the garden?’ Ish-shah said to ha-nahash, ‘We can eat from every tree, except from the tree in the middle of the garden. God has said, “You shall not eat from it or touch it, lest you die.”’




  “That’s not what God said.” The old man looks up to see a young girl covering her mouth, clearly embarrassed. It is the same girl who asked a similarly perceptive question last week.




  “Go on,” encourages the old man.




  “Forgive me,” the young girl says, “but God told ish not to eat the fruit. God did not say it could not be touched.” She hesitates for a moment and then asks, “So why does ish-shah say that?”




  The old man smiles. This child listens well. “A good question. Why does ish-shah say that?” The young girl looks at the old man, who now sits in silence. As the eyes of the crowd now turn toward her, color rises to her cheeks, even as her brow wrinkles in thought, as she realizes he is waiting for her response. “Perhaps they are already beginning to doubt the goodness of God. Maybe they thought that if eating it would kill them, they had better not even touch it.”




  “A good answer,” the old man says. He turns back to the crowd. “Obviously they have been to investigate the tree, as ish-shah refers to it by its location, ‘in the middle of the garden.’ Whatever the case, the seed of doubt had been sown, and instead of talking to God, ish-shah was now talking about God.




  “Ha-nahash had a response for ish-shah’s claim. ‘You will not die!’ the serpent told her. ‘For God knows that on the day you eat the fruit, your eyes will be opened and you will be like God, knowing good from evil.’




  “ ‘You will be like God.’ The subtle serpent taps into our deepest anxiety as humans: the fear that what I have, no matter how good it may be, is not enough. The haunting suspicion that someone else has it better than me. That someone else is better than me. So, not only do I not have enough, I am not enough. I am less than.




  “When ish-shah saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eye and that it was desirable to make a person wise, she took some fruit and ate; and she gave some to ish who was with her, and he ate. Then their eyes were opened and they knew that they were naked; and they hurriedly sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loincloths.




  “Catastrophe! They exercised the freedom that God had given them, and disobeyed God’s prohibition. To this point they had lived life naked and unashamed, completely vulnerable with each other and with God. But now that vulnerability was threatening, and they instantly began to try and cover themselves up.”




  “How could they do it?” someone asked from the crowd. “It was just one tree; they had all the others to eat! Why?”




  The old man looked around at the crowd. “Yes, as ish-shah rightly said, they could eat from every tree in the garden, except one. How indeed could they take what was prohibited when they were surrounded by so much that was freely given?” He pauses. “Would you or I have acted differently in the face of ha-nahash’s manipulation? What are we capable of doing when we think we do not have enough? When we think we are not enough?”




  The old man gives a sad smile. “Perhaps it is hard to believe that they would listen to the serpent’s temptation. Yet this is not just any old tree, not just the tree in the middle of the garden, as ish-shah refers to it. It is the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. The Creator determines those boundaries; God declares what is good, as we heard in the story of creation. But now in response to the serpent’s temptation, ish-shah grasps for power, engaging in an activity that is God’s alone. She makes an ethical determination, deciding for herself, independently of God, what is good for her to do.
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